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• Our Gospel story presents another parable about the Kingdom. In it, the 
vineyard laborers represent us. We have been called, and we have been 
sent to work. Notice how those who are called to the vineyard are described 
as day-laborers. That is, on a day-to-day basis, the laborers depend on the 
landowner. They are paid each day only for a day’s work ~ enough for today, 
but not enough for tomorrow.  

• Until recently, with regard to our parish annual budget and our endowment 
I would have approached this parable in a particular way. I would have 
stressed how we can, and should, see both our endowment fund, and our 
annual giving commitments, as being for today, rather than as something to 
be saved or preserved for the future.  

• This is because the key to this parable lies in depending on God for our 
sustenance, for our lives. So, following the same line of thinking, if today we 
have a set of annual giving commitments for this year, plus certain invested 
funds in our endowment, we can use both of these assets this year, as we 
pursue our mission. Tomorrow, next year, and beyond, we will depend on 
what God provides then, for our work in future years. 

• Yet, I have come to a new insight about this parable. A recent conversation 
with some wise souls at the Episcopal Church Foundation ‘planted a seed,’ 
which is starting to bear fruit.  Last Sunday, I shared my new thinking with 1

the Vestry. Today, I would like to share this same reflection with you. 

• My starting point remains largely the same: I continue to believe that, in 
principle, it is appropriate for us to receive income from our endowment to 
help pay for our current mission and ministry. After all, according to the 
explicit terms of the endowment bylaws, this is what the endowment is for. 
Yet, here is the point: We are depending on the endowment to pay for as 
much as half of our annual operating expenses! In the process, we are 
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indeed benefitting from God’s provision for our needs, as received through 
generous gifts from earlier parishioners and friends. While that is true, we 
are thereby keeping ourselves from depending on something vital ~ from 
depending on the actual income we receive today, to pay for our expenses 
today. In other words, we are not living, as I believe our parable intends to 
guide us, in such a way that we are daily dependent upon God’s ongoing 
gifts. 

• Let me put this in personal terms: Like everyone else, when I’m in my 
employment years, I depend upon current income to pay for current 
expenses. But, when I retire, I will depend upon savings and investments 
from prior years’ income, to sustain me. In practical terms, this is right and 
good. But when we apply these same insights to the life and work of an 
ongoing community, we need to adopt a different approach. We are a 
community that, by God’s grace, will always be at work. There will be no 
retirement from our mission as Grace Church, even if individual members 
within our body themselves retire. Yet, right now, as a community, we are 
living as if we are retired. For we are depending on prior year’s savings and 
investments to sustain us. 

• Now, if we are to take our Gospel parable to heart, we need to see 
ourselves as being like the Lord’s day-laborers. We are summoned to be like 
those who depend each day on hearing a call to work, and each day to 
receiving our daily bread for that day, but not for much more. If we do, we 
will then see our parish assets and resources in a new way. We are called to 
live in trust. We need to trust that the Lord will give us today, what we need 
for today, in order to do our ‘work’ — in order to pursue our mission and 
ministry. 

• As we gain insight about the imagery Jesus chooses for his teaching, we see 
how God keeps calling people, at all hours of the day. There is no once-and-
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for-all call. Instead, like the landowner in the parable, God again and again 
goes out into the world,  and continues to be present in the world. God 
keeps calling us, and everyone else who might respond, to go into the 
vineyard, to do his work ~ to pursue his ongoing mission. This is one critical 
meaning of the parable. 

• But what will be our response? Will we be like those who first responded, 
and hear the call in contractual terms. Will be like those who hear it and 
respond at nine, noon and three, assuming a promise of justice. Or, will we 
respond like those who hear the call at five, who go into the vineyard without 
any discussion of remuneration?  2

• The landowner in the parable ends up treating everyone who works in his 
vineyard equally, regardless of how long or in what way they have worked. 
That is his prerogative. He gives them all the same, out of his generosity and 
grace. The question is, do we all respond equally? ~ Equally grateful for 
what we have received, regardless of the circumstances? 

• Every one of us here is a beneficiary of Grace, both literally and figuratively. 
We benefit from Grace Church’s ministries, its staff and its programs. We 
benefit from worshipping and serving in and through these buildings and 
grounds. We benefit from each other, through the way that Grace 
coordinates volunteers who lead our many groups, from the nursery all the 
way on up through our new adult small groups. How do we show our 
gratitude for all this grace? In what way do we demonstrate, through our 
own giving, how much we value all that we receive? 

• That we regularly depend upon the prior gifts from others, the legacy gifts 
that make up our endowment, is to rely upon their giving. And, therefore, we 
do not rely upon our own giving, in order to provide the benefits we now 
receive. Together, we pray every Sunday words that Jesus taught us. We ask 
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God to give us this day, our daily bread. And yet, as a community, we are not 
truly dependent on the daily bread we receive. That is because it is also 
being provided by those who came before us, rather than by our own giving 
today. If we want to receive today, what we need for today, I believe that we 
must do this: we need to give today, out of thanks for the real things we 
receive today. 

• Here is the great paradox lying at the heart of all this. At Grace, we have 
been teaching, and we continue to emphasize, that stewardship giving is a 
spiritual practice. It is a spiritual practice that contributes to our wholeness, 
and which supports God’s mission in the wold. Yet, our dependence upon 
income from the endowment has allowed us to become disengaged from 
this very same spiritual practice! By relying upon the endowment, we don’t 
rely upon our own giving, for our everyday receiving! 

• Taking all this to heart will help us pray familiar words, in a new way: O Lord, 
give us today, as a parish, our daily bread! Help us, O Lord, to rely on our 
daily bread! 

© Stephen Holmgren 2017 / Sermon for Proper 20  A 17, Sept. 24, 2017                                       !4



P R O P E R    20,  Sept. 24,  2017, Year A

James Tissot, The First Shall Be Last 
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Matthew 20:1-16 

Jesus said, “The kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning 
to hire laborers for his vineyard. After agreeing with the laborers for the usual daily wage, 
he sent them into his vineyard. When he went out about nine o’clock, he saw others 
standing idle in the marketplace; and he said to them, ‘You also go into the vineyard, and I 
will pay you whatever is right.’ So they went. When he went out again about noon and 
about three o’clock, he did the same. And about five o’clock he went out and found others 
standing around; and he said to them, ‘Why are you standing here idle all day?’ They said to 
him, ‘Because no one has hired us.’ He said to them, ‘You also go into the vineyard.’ When 
evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his manager, ‘Call the laborers and give 
them their pay, beginning with the last and then going to the first.’ When those hired about 
five o’clock came, each of them received the usual daily wage. Now when the first came, 
they thought they would receive more; but each of them also received the usual daily wage. 
And when they received it, they grumbled against the landowner, saying, ‘These last 
worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of 
the day and the scorching heat.’ But he replied to one of them, ‘Friend, I am doing you no 
wrong; did you not agree with me for the usual daily wage? Take what belongs to you and 
go; I choose to give to this last the same as I give to you. Am I not allowed to do what I 
choose with what belongs to me? Or are you envious because I am generous?’ So the last 
will be first, and the first will be last.”   

Notes: 

 See the website for the Episcopal Church Foundation, http://www.episcopalfoundation.org/1

 I am grateful to John Shea for the insight that those separately-called at different times (in Jesus’ 2

parable) do not represent different groups of people, but rather different levels of understanding. See 
John Shea, The Spiritual Wisdom of the Gospels for Christian Preachers and Teachers, Year A, On Earth 
as It Is in Heaven (Collegeville: The Liturgical Press, 2004), p. 281.

© Stephen Holmgren 2017 / Sermon for Proper 20  A 17, Sept. 24, 2017                                       !6

http://www.episcopalfoundation.org/

